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During the 1980s, some 45,000 Guatemalans took refuge in southern Mexico to escape the scorchedearth tactics used by the government against the guerrilla forces. Some began returning in 1992 and
the pace picked up after the 1996 peace accords.
In June 1999, President Alvaro Arzu (1996-2000) attended a ceremony in the Mexican state of
Campeche marking the end of the refugee program. By then, more than half had returned to
Guatemala while about 20,000 many of whom were born in Mexico chose to remain there (see
NotiCen, 1999-08-05). But for the past year, the process has reversed itself as some 500 families have
returned to the state of Chiapas, many settling in territory under the control of the guerrilla force
Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN).
The refugees complain that the Guatemalan government has not followed through on promises
it made in 1999 to provide housing and other resettlement assistance. Tomas Miguel Ramirez, a
spokesman for some of the refugees, asked the Mexican government for help, saying, "We can't
live in our country any more." Returnees also say the villages provided for them in Guatemala were
isolated and lacked basic services, and that there were conflicts about land ownership.
By contrast, some reported they found a "paradise" on the Mexican side, mainly because of better
wages. Instead of the US$0.39 per day that they earned in Guatemala, they say they receive US$1.94
per day in Mexico.

Guatemalan diplomat admits government at fault
Guatemalan Consul in Chiapas Vinicio Diaz said he had reports of 40 families who returned to
Mexico after nine months in Guatemala who had, before that, lived as long as 16 years in Mexico. He
agreed that the refugees had returned to Mexico because the government had not fulfilled the terms
of the peace accords, and he blamed the failures on the previous administration of President Arzu.
Some of the money from the Fondo Nacional para la Paz (FONAPAZ), earmarked for resettling the
refugees who returned from Mexico, was spent on a sports facility, Diaz said. President Alfonso
Portillo's administration is setting aside US$5.16 million in assistance for the heavily indigenous
departments of El Quiche, El Peten, San Marcos, Varillas, Alta and Baja Vera Paz, Diaz said.
Diaz said Mexican immigration authorities and the Mexican refugee commission (Comision
Mexicana de Ayuda a Refugiados, COMAR) are working on the problems presented by the
returnees' lack of documentation. Some of them are asking for Mexican citizenship while others
are living underground in such villages as Las Margaritas, La Trinitaria, and La Independencia in
Chiapas.
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In early September, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said the Guatemalan
government should improve conditions in Guatemala to eliminate the flow of illegal immigrants
into Mexico. The UNHCR delegate in Guatemala, Felipe Camargo, said he was concerned about
the lack of a national policy for rural development that might improve the general condition of
campesinos. "If there were a true development of the rural market, international economic aid
would no longer be necessary," Camargo said.
The Portillo administration has announced a rural development plan to include the regularization
of land titles, mechanisms for resolving conflicts concerning land, a rural census, and the
establishment of a national agrarian institute to manage problems relating to agriculture and the
environment. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 08/13/98; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 08/20/00, 8/21/00,
08/28/00; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 09/01/00; Notimex, 09/04/00, 09/07/00]
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